T he healthy public policy movement rests on the belief that a range of public policies should be at least partly informed by evidence demonstrating the positive effects of these policies on population health, health inequalities and their determinants. In order to address certain difficulties that the movement faces, knowledge* produced in various scientific disciplines regarding public policies may provide some valuable guidance.
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In this short commentary, we examine how knowledge from the policy sector makes it possible to address two difficulties in the development of healthy public policies: 1) adequately anticipating the effects of public policies, and 2) assessing the political viability of the policies being promoted. Since urban traffic policies are of interest to most of the other contributors to this supplement, we use examples from this field to illustrate some of our points.
Adequately anticipating the effects of public policies
When the effects of policy options have been poorly or incompletely evaluated, promoting these options may have favourable, neutral or even detrimental effects on population health, health inequalities and their determinants. This is why significant work in public health has gone into developing methods of analysis that can produce valid and reliable knowledge about these effects. However, an examination of methodologies developed in public health as well as scientific literature on public policies reveals that these methodologies still face at least two major obstacles: the transferability of research results, and public policies' multiple levels, temporal horizons and scales of effects.
The transferability of research results is a concept that can well be summarized by the question: To what extent do study results make it possible to adequately anticipate what would happen if the policy option were implemented in a different context? While it may seem innocuous, this question nevertheless lies at the crossroads of several important and ongoing debates in the healthy public policy movement. These debates spring, in particular, from the temptation to apply "the gold standard" of evidence-based medicine -the randomized clinical trial -when developing evidence-based public policy. 1 The randomized trial is an experimental protocol used to completely isolate a given intervention from all conjunctural or contextual factors that can influence its effects (whereas some variables are said to be confounding). This approach quickly comes up against a postulate of public policy science: the effects of a public policy depend partly on the conjuncture or context in which it is implemented.
† As a simple illustration of this idea, a given stretch of highway that resulted from a transportation policy will not have the same effects on population health, health inequalities and their determinants if it is built in a rural environment as if it were built in a densely populated environment.
So it is not enough to only ask which interventions generally allow a given health objective to be reached. Public health actors must also be able to assess the conditions under which such interventions produce the desired effects. For example, analyzing the mechanisms of action of interventions, in addition to their effects, is one way for public health actors to adjust the policy options they promote to the context in which they are working. Assessing these conditions and mechanisms of action has another evident benefit: it can help in understanding diverging and sometimes downright contradictory evaluation results, something in the face of which systematic reviews and metanalysis leave us powerless. Various methodologies have indeed been developed to take into account the complexity of these dynamics, including "realist evaluation", 2 the work of the Cochrane Collaboration's Public Health Group, 3 and that of the National Collaborating Centre for Healthy Public Policy. 4 In addition, the literature on the effects of public policies clearly shows that attention must also be paid to another dimension of policy options that is sometimes insufficiently addressed in public health: the multiple levels, temporal horizons and scales of effects of public policies. Continuing with our previous example, a stretch of highway can have both positive and negative effects on different levels (the number and severity of collisions, physical activity and active transportation, noise, air quality, social relations, etc.). These effects will vary depending on the temporal horizon considered (short, medium or long term). 5 They will also vary according to the scale or the geographic territory covered by the analysis. For example, one analysis has shown that areas immediately adjacent to highway stretches had been highly affected by their construction while more remote areas were significantly less so. 6 The multiple levels, temporal horizons and scales of effects explain why public policies necessarily have different effects on various groups or subgroups within a given population. For example, many North American highway infrastructures in urban environments were built in close proximity to, if not directly through, disadvantaged neighbourhoods. 7 The residents of these neighbourhoods (disadvantaged and less motorized) were thus obliged to endure more or less directly the impacts of such construction. 8 The levels of impact, temporal horizons and scales of effects examined thus affect any evaluation of the effects of a policy option and any judgements that can be made about it.
Some of these issues are already being explored in the public health field, in particular through the use of health impact assessment methods. 9 But it is necessary for public health actors to begin making more systematic examinations of the multiple levels of impact, temporal horizons and scales of effects of the policy options they are evaluating. This will certainly not simplify their task but it may lead to more complete assessments of the policy options they are asked to evaluate.
Assessing the political viability of the policies being promoted
The contexts in which public health actors work determine which policy proposals have a chance of being implemented. In reality, at any given time certain types of change may be either completely or partially blocked, or more or less widely accepted. To take just one example: in recent years a growing increase in commute times ‡ by car has helped stimulate demand for other forms of mobility. This has helped create an opening for policies that promote a modal shift toward active and collective transportation. Such a conjuncture could result in the recommendations of public health actors in this policy field being favourably received in the coming years.
Public health actors thus have an interest in carefully examining the contexts in which they are operating in order to be able to diagnose the blockages and openings these present, and to determine their nature and scope. When facing more significant blockages, public health actors may need to consider medium-and long-term strategies. For example, they could begin by working on the social and cultural norms underpinning these blockages, as was done in the struggle against tobacco use.
Several analyses and analytical frameworks can be used, alone or in combination, to assess the political conjunctures in which public health actors operate and develop strategies to transform them. For example, work based on the Advocacy Coalition Framework shows how public policies implemented in a given political context can be understood as stemming from power relationships among changing coalitions of actors. Such actors will have both convergent (within a given coalition) and divergent (between different coalitions) ideologies and interests. 10 This work notably demonstrates that policy change can come about in several ways. One such type of change is how external shocks can provoke a reorganization of the interests and ideologies of various actors and thus lead to a more or less significant reorganization of the relationships among coalitions. These new relationships can create different political conjunctures. For example, the return of more socio-economically advantaged groups to the core central neighbourhoods of many of Canada's cities § has led to increased political demands for more peaceful environments and reduced environmental pressures, and thus for transportation policies that mitigate or reduce the impact of motorized travel on such living environments.
In summary, there are good reasons for public health actors who work to promote healthy public policies to become familiar with the science of public policy. In this short commentary, we have addressed two such reasons: 1) that knowledge in this field points to key issues to consider when developing and using knowledge, allowing one to adequately anticipate the effects of public policies on population health, and 2) that knowledge in this field can help public health actors to better analyze intervention contexts and thus develop more politically viable policy options and strategies.
eS10 CANADIAN JOURNAL OF PUBLIC HEALTH • VOL. 106, NO. 1 (SUPPLEMENT 1) LOOKING TOWARD THE POLICY SCIENCES † By context, we refer among other things to the "policy context" (or the policies concurrent to the one under scrutiny), the "organizational context" (or the structures, resources, ideological systems, etc. of the organizations concerned with a policy), the "environmental context" (the material physical and human milieu), etc. ‡ This change has occurred, despite the pursuit of a mobility policy, in most of the country's large urban centres (with the exception of Vancouver) based on maintaining traffic fluidity even with a continually rising number of vehicle-km travelled. § This phenomenon is often referred to as "gentrification."
